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BICENTENNIAL PROFILE NO, 31 ~- DAVID BUSHNELL 
ANNCR : 

AS AMERICA APPROACHES ITS BICENTENNIAL <= THE TWO- 
HUNDREDTH ANNIVERSARY OF ITS DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE 
~~ WE TAKE NOTE OF SOME OF THE PEOPLE WHO HELPED MAKE THE 
HISTORY OF THOSE PAST TIV'O HUNDRED YEARS. HERE IS «-<<---<----- 
WITH A BICENTENNIAL PROFILE OF DAVID BUSHNELL, THE INVENTOR 
OF THE SUBMARINE, 

NARR ; 

IT WAS THE YEAR 1771, AND THE YOUNG YALE STUDENT HAD JUST 
SUCCESSFULLY DEMONSTRATED TO SKEPTICAL INSTRUCTORS THAT 
GUNPOWDER COULD BE EXPLODED UNDER VIATER. AND, HAVING DONE 
THIS, YOUNG DAVID BUSHNELL TOOK HIS INVENTIVE GENIUS FURTHER. 
HE BUILT A SUBMARINE THAT WAS PROPELLED BY MANPOWER. IT WAS 
CALLED THE "AMERICAN TURTLE," BECAUSE SOME SAID IT LOOKED 
LIKE TWO TURTLE SHELLS. ACTUALLY, THE SUBMARINE WAS SHAPED 
LIKE A TOP, V!IITH THE POINTED END DOWN IN THE WATER. 

BUSHNELL GOT A SERGEANT NAMED EZRA LEE TO OPERATE THE 
SUBMARINE, AND LEE PROVED THAT IT COULD DIVE, TRAVEL UNDER 
WATER, PLANT A LARGE TIME-CHARGE OF PO\VIDER AGAINST THE HULL 
OF A SHIP, NAVIGATE UNDER WATEP, AND SURFACE. 

, NOW IT WAS 1776 AND THE SUBMARINE WOULD BE TRIED AGAINST 
BRITISH WARSHIPS IN THE WATERS AROUND BOSTON, NEt! YORK CITY, 
NEW LONDON, CONNECTICUT; AND PHILADELPHIA, THE FIRST ATTEMPT 
WAS AGAINST THE BRITISH GUNSHIP "EAGLE" IN NE\! YORK HARBOR. 
IT FAILED, BECAUSE THE SUBMARINE OPERATOR WAS NOT SKILLED 
ENOUGH, THE FOLLOWING YEAR BUSHNELL TRIED HIS UNDERWATER 


CRAFT AGAINST ANOTHER BRITISH SHIP, THE "CERBERUS," OFF NEW 
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LONDON. THAT ATTEMPT ALSO FAILED BUT A NEARBY BRITISH 
SCHOONER WAS BLOWN UP. THE AMERICAN TURTLE NEVER DID SINK 

A BRITISH WARSHIP, SIMPLY BECAUSE BUSHNELL WAS NEVER ABLE 

TO FIND A MAN WHO WAS SKILLFUL ENOUGH TO OPERATE THE 
SUBMARINE PROPERLY. 

BUSHNELL THEN INVENTED OTHER DEVICES TO BE USED AGAINST 
BRITISH SHIPPING. THE BRITISH HAD TAKEN CONTROL OF THE 
DELAWARE RIVER IN THE PHILADELPHIA CAMPAIGN, AND DAVID 
BUSHNELL ATTEMPTED TO DESTROY THE BRITISH FLEET AT PHILADELPHIA 
BY FLOATING INCENDIARY MINES AMONG THEM, HE USED WOODEN 
KEGS FILLED WITH GUNPOWDER AND CONTACT CHARGES. THE INCIDENT 
BECAME KNOWN AS “THE BATTLE OF THE KEGS," BUT IT, TOO, FAILED. 
THAT WAS IN JANUARY OF 1778. 

NOW THE PUBLIC WAS LAUGHING AT DAVID BUSHNELL FOR HIS 
LUDICROUS INVENTIONS THAT FAILED, BUT HIS TECHNICAL 
QUALIFICATIONS WERE RECOGNIZED BY THE CONTINENTAL ARMY, 

AND IN 1779 HE WAS COMMISSIONED AS A CAPTAIN IN THE NEVILY- 
ORGANIZED CORPS OF SAPPERS AND MINERS. EVENTUALLY HE WAS 
GIVEN COMMAND OF THE CORPS OF ENGINEERS AT WEST POINT, 

HE LEFT THE ARMY IN 1783, AND DROPPED OUT OF SIGHT FOR ABOUT 
TWELVE YEARS, GOING TO LIVE IN FRANCE, BUSHNELL WAS 
DISILLUSIONED AND DEEPLY HURT BECAUSE HIS INVENTIONS HAD 
SEEMED TO COME TO NOTHING. 

IN 1795 HE TURNED UP IN GEORGIA UNDER THE ASSUMED NAME 
OF "DR. BUSH,"' THROUGH THE ASSISTANCE OF A FRIEND, WHO WAS 
THE ONLY PERSON TO KNOW HIS TRUE IDENTITY, "DOCTOR BUSH" 
BECAME THE HEAD OF A PRIVATE SCHOOL. SOME TIME LATER, HE 
ESTABLISHED A MEDICAL PRACTICE IN WARRENTON, GEORGIA, HE 
OIED THERE AT THE AGE OF EIGHTY-T\IO. 
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DAVID BUSHNELL NEVER BECAME FAMOUS, AND IS RELATIVELY 
UNKNOWN, EXCEPT TO HISTORIANS AND PERHAPS TO STUDENTS OF NAVAL 
HISTORY. IT COULD BE SAID OF HIM THAT HE WAS ONE HUNDRED 
YEARS AHEAD OF HIS TIME. BUT HIS SUBMARINE DID WORK; HE 
PROVED THAT GUNPOWDER COULD BE USED SUCCESSFULLY UNDER WATER; 
HE INVENTED THE FIRST FLOATING MINES WITH CONTACT CHARGES. 
THESE INVENTIONS HAVE SINCE BECOME STANDARD WEAPONS OF NAVAL 
WARFARE THE VIORLD OVER. 

BUT DAVID BUSHNELL VIOULD NEVER KNOW THAT, HE THOUGHT 
HE HAD BEEN A FAILURE . PERHAPS THAT IS WHY HE CAME BACK TO 
AMERICA UNDER AN ASSUMED NAME AND FOUND HIS OWN SPECIAL KIND 
OF PEACE AS A QUIET MAN OF MEDICINE -~ AS "DOCTOR BUSH." 
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